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Returning to a Classic 

Reading All Quiet on the Western Front for the second time, many years after encountering it in 

high school, was a markedly different experience. On my first reading, I was about the same age 

as its narrator, Paul Bäumer. I responded chiefly to the battle scenes, the novel’s opposition to 

war, and the tragedy of young lives cut short. 

Returning to it as an older reader, I found its quieter moments more powerful. Remarque 

portrays young men whose lives have scarcely begun, yet whose experiences have already 

separated them from the world they once knew. The novel’s restraint makes that loss especially 

poignant. 

Comradeship as a Refuge 

Paul and his schoolmates enlist under the influence of patriotic encouragement, then become 

hardened soldiers concerned with immediate necessities: food, rest, shelter, and survival. An 

unexpectedly generous meal becomes an occasion for satisfaction, although the surplus exists 

because so many men have been killed. 

Their comradeship provides continuity in a life governed by uncertainty. Shared meals, 

conversations, and even the ordinary indignities of bodily life offer moments of ease. These 

friendships become a refuge from the violence around them. 



The death of Paul’s boyhood friend Franz Kemmerich reveals how closely affection and 

practicality coexist. As Franz lies dying, Paul struggles to comprehend the loss of someone so 

young. Yet Franz’s fine boots will pass to another soldier who needs them. The boots outlast 

their owners, becoming a reminder of both individual deaths and the relentless demands of 

survival. 

The Failure of Authority 

The novel sharply questions the adults who prepared these young men for war. The schoolmaster 

Kantorek encourages enlistment through patriotic exhortation, while Corporal Himmelstoss 

exercises petty authority over recruits during training. 

To Paul, their assumptions have little connection to the realities of the front. The young soldiers 

must live with consequences their elders neither adequately explained nor understood. Their 

disillusionment extends beyond particular authority figures to the values they were taught to 

trust. 

They have acquired the experience of old men without first having the opportunity to live as 

young ones. Even survival leaves an unsettling question: what kind of future could receive them? 

An Enemy’s Humanity 

On my first reading, the graphic descriptions of combat held much of my attention. Raised in the 

years after World War II, I also brought assumptions about Germans that made it harder to see 

these soldiers simply as people. 

On rereading, their vulnerability became central. Paul’s encounter with a French soldier in a shell 

hole is especially disturbing. He stabs the man instinctively, then remains beside him as he 

slowly dies. Forced into prolonged proximity, Paul confronts the human being behind the 

enemy’s uniform. 

His response to Russian prisoners develops the same theme. Their faces and gestures suggest 

familiar lives beyond the war. Remarque makes the division between enemies seem painfully 

fragile when set against their common needs and suffering. 

Estrangement from Ordinary Life 

Memories of home, nature, and intimacy offer Paul glimpses of the life he wants to recover. Yet 

returning home cannot restore his former place in it. The distance between civilian expectations 

and his experience makes familiar surroundings feel foreign. 

His longing is for more than safety. He wants to feel young again, free of the habits and 

memories that war has imposed on him. Increasingly, however, survival requires him to suppress 

reflection and respond through instinct. 



Remarque presents this adaptation as both necessary and damaging. The qualities that keep Paul 

alive at the front make ordinary life harder to imagine. 

Fragile Lives 

The passages that moved me most on this reading concern the precariousness of life itself. Lying 

awake near his sleeping comrades, Paul senses how little separates their temporary shelter from 

death and psychological collapse. Their steady breathing offers the comfort of continued human 

presence. 

As a younger reader, I understood these scenes mainly as expressions of a soldier’s fear. Now I 

recognize a broader anxiety about how fragile anyone’s security can be. War gives that 

vulnerability an immediate and terrible form. 

Final Assessment 

All Quiet on the Western Front remains, for me, one of the most powerful war novels because it 

joins the horror of combat to the intimate experience of those enduring it. Remarque’s 

understated prose makes friendship, grief, and estrangement as memorable as the fighting. 

My first reading weakened my youthful belief in the glory of war. My second deepened my 

understanding of the humanity shared by those caught within it. 

 


